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Abstract 
This essay explores the fixation the field of information systems has with “theory” and my frustration 
with this focus, examining where this theory focus came from, why it has been so widely adopted, 
and how it has led to dysfunction. It also offers some recommended action items that the field can 
take to redirect its efforts in order to become more relevant, resilient, and resourceful. These actions 
include, broadening the aperture of what legitimate IS research should include, imploring journal 
editors to change the way “applied” research is handled, bringing back books as an accepted and 
valued publication outlet, and moving the field in the direction of engagement. 
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1 Prologue 
In his seminal book Against Method, Feyerabend 
(1975) takes issue with scientists’ preoccupation with 
method. He writes:  
History is full of “accidents and 
conjunctures and curious juxtapositions of 
events” and it demonstrates to us the 
“complexity of human change and the 
unpredictable character of the ultimate 
consequences of any given act or decision 
of men.” Are we really to believe that the 
naive and simple-minded rules which 
methodologists take as their guide are 
capable of accounting for such a “maze of 
interactions”? (p. 9)  
Feyerabend argues for anarchism (or “anything goes”) 
since: “It is clear, then, that the idea of a fixed method, 
or of a fixed theory of rationality, rests on too naive a 
view of man and his social surroundings.” (p.18)— 
hence, the notion “against method.” I feel the same 
way about theory. For Feyerabend, it was scientists and 
scholars’ unhealthy obsession with method; for me, it 
is the IS field’s fixation with theory. In the following, 
I articulate my frustration with the focus on theory. I 
will try to examine where this focus on theory 
originated, why it has been so widely adopted, and why 
this has led to dysfunction. Instead of focusing on 
theory, I shall argue that our main goal should be on 
“understanding,” i.e., investigating how and why 
something came about, how we can make sense of 
what happened, and how such an understanding might 
help develop policy/strategy. I conclude by delivering 
a cautionary tale of what could happen if we simply 
continue down the same path without changing course. 
I hope the articulation of my fears do not fall on deaf 
ears. I would also like to state at the outset that my 
views are necessarily controversial in the hopes of 
getting scholars to think critically about the kinds of 
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research they do and to reflect on where this is all 
heading. This essay is, fundamentally, meant to spark 
debate, in the same vein as Feyerabend’s book. 
2 Setting the Stage1,2 
In 1952, Kurt Lewin famously stated: “There is 
nothing so practical than a good theory.” One could 
easily argue that Lewin’s mantra has been the guiding 
influence of academia since then, at least concerning 
professional disciplines such as business, engineering, 
law, medicine, etc. In such fields, the role of scholars 
is to produce theory—we are prepared for this task 
through our PhD training, and evaluated based on the 
theory we produce (as evidenced by our scholarly 
publications). Indeed, there is a general sense that what 
separates academicians from practitioners is the focus 
on generating theory. Scholars generate theory, and 
practitioners use theory to solve problems. As new 
problems arise in the world of practice, new theory is 
developed to solve those problems. Some refer to this 
as the “research cycle” where problems arise, leading 
to academics undertaking research to generate theory 
to provide knowledge for resolving those problems, 
which are then incorporated into practice. Practice then 
leads to the formation of new problems and the cycle 
continues.  
In professional disciplines like ours, such reciprocity is 
largely how academics justify our existence to the 
world (and state governments who fund—to an ever 
decreasing degree—our universities). While such a 
research cycle provides a valuable justification for our 
academic existence, my concern is that the cycle 
appears to have become dysfunctionally modified. 
Instead of problem → research → theory → 
knowledge → practice → new problems, etc., we 
(business academics at least) seem to operate in a cycle 
of problem → research → theory and then back to 
problem—the knowledge and practice elements seem 
to have disappeared. If I am correct in my thesis, the 
obvious question is: How did this happen, and 
following on from that, what can we do to change this? 
I’d like to stress that I’m not suggesting we reenter the 
well-trodden rigor vs. relevance debate, although my 
concern with the IS field’s “theory focus” certainly has 
some similarity to the “rigor” part of the debate. My 
 
1 I am in no way suggesting that my modest essay equates to 
Feyerabend’s work, only that I took his controversial 
approach as a vehicle to plead my case for the IS field to 
undertake some critical reflection. 
2 It seems my interest in Feyerabend is shared by others in 
the field as a recent special issue of Data Base for Advances 
in Information Systems has been published which explores 
whether Feyerabend’s epistemological anarchism might be 
valuable for the IS field (Treiblmaier, 2018; Burton-Jones, 
2018; Gregor, 2018; Stafford, 2018; Myers, 2018).  
3  Some may strongly disagree with my use of operations 
research (OR) as a discipline in crisis and an example of what 
point is more subtle, more insidious, and I believe, 
more worrying for the field.  
In this essay, I suggest that the drive to be theoretical, 
to build new theory, to enrich old theory, to develop 
indigenous theory, to demand that all research have 
theoretical contribution, has morphed into something 
akin to “theory worship.” The drive has become 
dysfunctional and is leading the discipline down a 
dangerous path toward irrelevancy. The parallels 
between IS and with what I believe has happened to 
the operations research discipline 3  are striking and 
worrying. I offer my interpretation of why this has 
happened, the forces driving the discipline down this 
path, and some suggestions on how to possibly escape 
the morass. 
3 How Did We Get Here? 
Information systems is a relatively new discipline 
having been formed in the 1960s. According to Davis 
and Olson (1985), it grew out of the nexus of computer 
science, management and organization theory, 
operations research, and accounting. Each of these 
disciplines brought a unique perspective to the 
application of computers within organizations, but 
each was considerably broader in orientation. None 
focused specifically on the application of computers in 
organizations. IS emerged as the field to do just that 
(Hirschheim & Klein, 2012). The IS discipline grew 
dramatically in an effort to deliver the graduates that 
companies needed to staff their IS departments. More 
generally, the production of student graduates to 
become the employees of organizations has always 
been a key driver of university growth. Indeed, the 
development of business schools within universities 
has been the direct consequence of companies needing 
more and more graduates, especially graduates trained 
in business. The business school thus became a key 
component of universities, with its ever-expanding 
number of student enrollees and the tuition revenue 
this generates. The business school also constituted the 
newest member of the increasingly popular set of 
professional schools on university campuses, taking its 
rightful place next to disciplines such as law, 
engineering, medicine, music, dramatic arts, 
education, social work, and the like. But like all “new 
our field should attempt to avoid. As a discipline, OR is much 
older than IS, but the parallels between the fields are 
noteworthy. OR uses mathematics as its “tool” to solve 
problems; IS uses information technology. Mathematics has 
now been adopted by all other business disciplines (finance, 
accounting, marketing, management), rendering OR as 
arguably redundant since its tools have been commandeered 
by everyone else. Could IS face the same fate since IT has 
become inculcated into the other disciplines’ research 
agendas?  This is explored in greater depth later in the essay. 
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kids on the block,” the business school had to “earn” 
its place on campus. Sure, there was student demand 
for business courses but university orthodoxy didn’t 
simply grant the business school a proverbial “seat at 
the table.” It had to show that it was a “real” discipline, 
doing “real” research. In the early days of business 
schools, faculty from the accepted disciplines, e.g., 
chemistry, biology, physics, sociology, psychology, 
English, and the like, typically thought of business as 
a vocational area, not a “real” discipline. For example, 
through the end of the 1980s, in spite of the existence 
of the Oxford Center for Management Studies, the 
majority of Oxford Fellows did not see Business as a 
legitimate field. It was thought to be “applied 
economics.” The former Yale University president 
Alfred Griswold initially rejected the idea of Yale 
opening a business school on the grounds that business 
schools did not “strengthen one’s powers of thought 
and instill knowledge and appreciation of civilization 
and civilized values” (Jaiswal, 2015). No wonder that 
business school faculty felt they were second class 
citizens in the university arena. Such a view was 
echoed as far back as the famous Ford Foundation 
report on “Higher Education in Business” by Gordon 
and Howell (1959) which notes: “Criticism also came 
from other academic quarters. Business faculty tended 
to teach from field experience rather than theory—
thus, business education was considered akin to 
learning a trade, rather than a true academic 
discipline.” 
In the early days of business schools, there was also 
considerable interaction between industry and the 
faculty, largely to ensure the students were being 
taught the appropriate skills, but also to make sure the 
faculty had a good sense of what was happening in 
industry. Employing faculty as consultants to industry 
was common. Many business school faculty came 
from industry and were well versed in the problems 
that industry was currently grappling with. Thus, in the 
early days, there was a symbiotic relationship between 
business schools and industry. However, this positive 
relationship was likely at the expense of the 
relationship between the business school and the rest 
of the university—and, it is, of course, essential for 
business school faculty members to have the respect of 
university colleagues who ultimately have a say in 
tenure and promotion decisions. Additionally, the 
reports by Gordon and Howell (1959) and Pierson’s 
(1959) Carnegie Foundation’s “The Education of 
American Businessmen: A Study of University-
College Programs in Business Administration,” were 
critical of business schools and business school 
 
4  Giroux (2006) argues the problem is broader than the 
business school. He notes that academics seem unconcerned 
about writing for a larger public and inhabit a world 
populated by concepts that both remove them from public 
access and subject them to the dictates of a narrow theoretical 
faculty. “Gordon-Howell’s conclusions damned 
schools to their foundations: academics at some 
schools were more akin to quacks; and the curricula 
offered were narrow, simple and weak. The caliber of 
staff and students alike was condemned, with the 
authors calling for more research and less consulting 
work by faculty, improved regulation, fewer case 
studies, more theory and analysis.” (The Economist, 
2009). Even the Nobel laureate Herb Simon (1967) 
weighed in, noting that: “The professional school must 
be vigorous in research as well as teaching and must 
provide a solid intellectual core to the professional as 
well as the disciplinary portion of its concerns.” 
Thus, began the gradual, or maybe not so gradual, 
change in what business school faculty actually did. 
For one, their research had to become more 
“scholarly,” or more correctly, had to give the 
impression that it was more scholarly. And thus began 
the inexorable move toward research that looked more 
scholarly (i.e., used lots of math and formulas, 
discussed theory and theoretical contributions 
incessantly), which became further and further 
removed from what practitioners were actually doing. 
Business school faculty research papers became 
incomprehensible not only to practitioners, but pretty 
much anyone outside the small domain of inquiry. In 
other words, they became just like the rest of academic 
research.4 So in a forty or so year period, the business 
school became a more accepted academic unit within 
the university, but largely at the expense of its 
connection to industry.5 
Concerns about the gap between industry and 
academia have been raised by a number of esteemed 
Business School scholars such as Warren Bennis, 
Henry Mintzberg, Sumantra Ghoshal, Jeffery Pfeffer 
to name but a few. In a classic paper, Bennis and 
O’Toole (2005) write: 
During the past several decades, many 
leading B schools have quietly adopted an 
inappropriate—and ultimately self-
defeating—model of academic excellence. 
Instead of measuring themselves in terms of 
the competence of their graduates, or by 
how well their faculties understand 
important drivers of business performance, 
they measure themselves almost solely by 
the rigor of their scientific research. They 
have adopted a model of science that uses 
abstract financial and economic analysis, 
statistical multiple regressions, and 
laboratory psychology. Some of the 
fetishism. Making almost no connections to audiences 
outside of the academy or to the issues that bear down on 
their lives, such academics have become largely irrelevant.” 
5 A more detailed analysis of the history of business schools 
can be found in Augier and March (2011). 
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research produced is excellent, but because 
so little of it is grounded in actual business 
practices, the focus of graduate business 
education has become increasingly 
circumscribed—and less and less relevant 
to practitioners. 
This scientific model, as we call it, is 
predicated on the faulty assumption that 
business is an academic discipline like 
chemistry or geology. In fact, business is a 
profession, akin to medicine and the law, 
and business schools are professional 
schools—or should be. Like other 
professions, business calls upon the work of 
many academic disciplines. For medicine, 
those disciplines include biology, 
chemistry, and psychology; for business, 
they include mathematics, economics, 
psychology, philosophy, and sociology. The 
distinction between a profession and an 
academic discipline is crucial. In our view, 
no curricular reforms will work until the 
scientific model is replaced by a more 
appropriate model rooted in the special 
requirements of a profession. 
In their paper “Irrelevance, Intransigence, and 
Business Professors,” Oviatt and Miller (1989) lament:  
If the rift between top managers and 
business professors is so wide, and if 
prominent critics have proposed ideas for 
solving the problem, why has so little 
change occurred? Strangely, even some 
academic writers seem oblivious to the 
query. 
This theme was taken up in Eckhardt and Wetherbe’s 
(2014) call for “transactional business faculty” who 
would become “transactional” in the sense of taking 
scientific research and translating it into something 
useful and applicable to business practice. They based 
their proposal on what they believed had occurred in 
the medical profession. 
The same evolutionary trend happened in the academic 
information systems community. 6  Not only did IS 
faculty have to become accepted within the wider 
university community, they first had to be accepted by 
their business school colleagues. IS faculty adopted the 
pattern of making their research “scholarly” which 
 
6 My analysis is from a North American perspective. I am 
aware that the developments in Europe were somewhat 
different although I believe my main concerns would be 
largely valid from a European perspective as well. 
7 I am aware that not everyone would agree that business 
schools are professional schools, and that IS as a field is, or 
should be, part of this “professional school.” Indeed, some 
might contend that IS is not an applied profession but a 
meant IS faculty engaging in research in narrower and 
narrower areas, embracing methodologies and tools 
that practitioners, as well as most other IS academics, 
don’t understand, using language that is impenetrable 
to all but a few “experts” in that subject area, and pretty 
much devoid of any relationship to practice. Is it any 
wonder why there is so little connection between IS 
research and IS practice? Akin to the critics of business 
schools, Emanating primarily from the “rigor vs. 
relevance” debates (see, for example, Lee’s 1999 call 
for: “better imbuing rigorous research with the element 
of relevance to managers, consultants, and other 
practitioners”),  IS critics have also emerged (Ciborra, 
1998; Hirschheim & Klein, 2003)—in particular, those 
calling for the field to become more “practical” (CAIS, 
2001). Some have suggested the need for more 
effectively tying in research with consulting. Ormerod 
(1996), for example, has called for “the synergistic 
combination of consulting and academic research in 
IS.” Davenport and Markus (1999), in like fashion, 
have noted the value of consulting and academic 
research learning from each other. Similarly, Avison, 
Lau, Myers, & Nielsen (1999) have advocated a 
greater use of action research to make IS academic 
research more relevant to practitioners.  
Rosemann and Vessey (2008) suggest “applicability 
checks” on the objects of IS research. Te’eni, Seidel, 
& vom Brocke (2017) propose a “Science-to-practice 
Editorial Process” and an associated website for 
publishing research results suitably crafted for 
practitioners. Markus (1997), in her keynote speech to 
the IFIP8.2 conference, argued that the field should 
change its focus so that it could value the practicality 
in IS research. Her call for “practical research” seeks 
not to replace or overshadow research that builds or 
tests academic theory, but rather aims to complement 
theoretical research with “rigorous research that 
describes and evaluates what is going on in practice 
(Markus, 1997, p. 18).” While such calls are noble, one 
need only browse any of the major IS journals to see 
this debate has had little effect.7 
4 What Does Theory Have to Do 
with This? 
My contention is that in the drive to become more 
“scholarly” or, more specifically, in the drive to give 
the impression of higher levels of scholarship, IS 
researchers have migrated to focusing on theory. 
science in which the individual scholars engage in research 
on IT with the intention of theory building. Frankly, this 
latter view of what IS does is not incompatible with an 
applied profession. Isn’t that what medicine does, i.e., 
applies research outputs in practice?  While a detailed 
discussion about IS professionalization would no doubt be an 
interesting discussion, we’ll leave that for another day.  
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Theory, for all intents and purposes, sounds like the 
sort of thing academics ought to seek out. After all, 
theory is believed to be fundamentally necessary for 
solving problems. And academia is the appropriate 
venue to explore and develop theory. Of course, this 
inclination is by no means confined to the IS field. One 
need look no further than the field of management to 
see how this has played out. There is now a well- 
ensconced area of “organizational theory.” perhaps the 
academics studying “organizations” felt that labeling 
their domain “organization theory” sounded more 
scholarly and rigorous, but I am reminded of a paper 
Roy Payne (a member of the famous Aston Studies 
Group) wrote about the four truisms of organizational 
behavior/theory (Payne, 1976). He analyzed the 
“theories” that had been produced during the 50 or so 
years of research in the field and could only find four 
“truisms” (he refused to call them “theories’). This led 
him to question what was wrong with the field: Were 
the members studying the wrong things, using the 
wrong methods, focusing too narrowly/too broadly, or 
adopting underlying beliefs which were inappropriate? 
While Payne did not specifically state the underlying 
cause of the problem, the implication was that trying to 
develop theories of organizations that actually work in 
practice, may simply not be possible. Of course, this 
hasn’t stopped researchers in management from 
continuing their quest for the further development of 
new theories, theoretical extensions, and other 
theoretical contributions. David Silverman (2014) 
noted that research in management often produces: 
“accounts [that] are little more than a kind of window-
dressing merely genuflecting to the elevated status of 
‘theory.’” 
The situation is exactly the same in information 
systems. Researchers focus on developing theory, 
testing theory, offering theoretical analysis, theory 
comparisons, theory extensions and the like.8 Rarely 
are there instances of an academic paper getting 
published without a section entitled “contributions to 
theory.” Agerfalk (2014) wrote a lovely paper trying to 
explain what “insufficient theoretical contribution” 
meant and how authors might focus their papers on 
empirical contributions instead. But this is tricky if the 
whole world expects the focus to be on theory. As an 
example, consider Shirley Gregor’s belief that what 
differentiates academics from practitioners (and 
consultants) is the focus on theory development 
(Gregor, 2006). She is not alone. Weber (2012) offers 
a framework and evaluation criteria for theory 
development. For Weber, it is critical for IS academics 
to develop theories “rooted in a rigorously formulated 
generalized ontology.” 
 
8 Our journals themselves have perpetuated this infatuation 
with theory, only publishing papers that involve “theory.” 
We train our PhD students to be successful by paying 
But what exactly is “theory”? Because of the central 
role it plays in our scholarly endeavors, it has been 
defined countless times in countless ways by countless 
individuals from different domains. The general 
consensus is that theory constitutes: “a statement of 
relations among concepts within a set of boundary 
assumptions and constraints…. [More specifically] a 
theory may be viewed as a system of constructs and 
variables in which the constructs are related to each 
other by propositions and the variables are related to 
each other by hypotheses.” (Bacharach, 1989). It is 
striking how this notion of theory fits so comfortably 
within the positivist position regarding knowledge and 
its production (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). But while it 
is striking, it is hardly surprising. Indeed, it would be 
surprising if this were not the case, based on the long 
history that positivism and its various offshoots have 
had (Hirschheim, 1985). I do not wish to reopen the 
long-standing paradigms war debate, but I do want to 
acknowledge the important role that the positivist 
paradigm has had in shaping not only what theory is, 
but its importance concerning what we as scholars are 
“supposed” to engage in. Consider, for example, the 
elaborate literature base devoted to the topic of what 
theory is and what it is not in management (Weick, 
1989, 1995; Van de Ven, 1989; Bacharach, 1989; 
Sutton & Staw, 1995; DiMaggio, 1995; Feldman, 
2004; Hambrick, 2007; van Maanen, Sørensen, & 
Mitchell,  2007; Corley & Gioia, 2011). In IS, we too 
have a significant literature base surrounding theory—
what it is, what it isn’t, what it should be, whether we 
need our own indigenous theories, and the like (Weber, 
1987, 2003, 2012; Gregor, 2002, 2006; Markus & 
Sanders, 2007; Grover, Lyytinen, Srinivasan, & Tan, 
2008; Holmstrom & Truex, 2011; Straub, 2012; 
Burton-Jones, McLean, & Monod, 2015). There was 
even a special issue of Journal of Information 
Technology devoted to exploring the issue of whether 
“theory is king” (Avison & Malaurent, 2014). It seems 
clear to me that we have an undeniable infatuation with 
theory. 
In addition to the myriad discussions on what theory is 
and is not, numerous writers have proposed 
taxonomies to identify different “types of theories.” 
For example, Gregor (2002) identifies five theory 
types: theory for analyzing and describing, theory for 
understanding, theory for predicting, theory for 
explaining and predicting, and theory for design and 
action. Fawcett and Downs (1986) specify three types 
of theories: descriptive, relational, and explanatory. 
Other theory types that have been proposed include: 
grand theories (Mills, 1959), mid-range theories 
(Merton, 1968), weak vs. strong theories (Keil, 2011), 
theory light (Avison & Malaurent, 2014), intuitive 
homage to “theory” and they dutifully oblige this obsession 
in the papers they write. 
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theories (Gopnik & Meltzoff, 1997), and theories-in-
use vs. espoused theories (Argyris and Schon, 1974). 
Yet, by and large, for scholarly journals the only type 
of theory that is acceptable is one that views theory as 
consisting of one or more functional statements or 
propositions that treat the relationship of variables so 
as to account for a phenomenon or set of phenomena 
(Hollander, 1967). It is a much more restrictive 
formulation of theory, than the more open conception 
which Bacharach (1989) seemed to imply when he 
wrote: “It is no more than a linguistic device used to 
organize a complex empirical world” (p. 496). 
5 What We Need to Do: Stop 
Focusing on “Theory” and Focus 
Instead On “Understanding” 
I’m not alone in this call as other disciplines, older than 
IS, have also suggested that too much emphasis has 
been placed on theory and theory production which has 
led to deleterious consequences. 
In the field of Management, Hambrick (2007) states: 
Theories are not ends in themselves, and 
members of the academic field of 
management should keep in mind that a 
blanket insistence on theory, or the 
requirement of an articulation of theory in 
everything we write, actually retards our 
ability to achieve our end: understanding. 
Our field’s theory fetish, for instance, 
prevents the reporting of rich detail about 
interesting phenomena for which no theory 
yet exists. (p. 1346)  
He furthers bemoans:  
The fact that the major journals in 
management require a theoretical 
contribution in every paper takes an array 
of subtle, but significant, tolls on our field. 
The most substantial cost is the absence of 
certain forms of research that other fields 
find highly valuable. (p. 1348) 
In operations management, Schmenner, van 
Massenhove, Ketokivi, Heyl, and Lusch (2009) argue 
that there is “too much theory, not enough 
understanding” (p. 339). They maintain that for a paper 
to be published, it needs to conform to a particular 
“paper archetype”; and it is this archetype which stifles 
creativity and understanding. 
In psychology, Sandelands (1990) reflects on Lewin’s 
epigram of “nothing is more practical than a good 
 
9 Arguing for understanding rather than theory, is similar to 
what antipositivists such as Dilthey, Wundt, Bretano, 
Simmel, Windelbrand, Rickert, and Husserl sought through 
theory” and concludes that theory and understanding 
are not the same. In some ways, they are logically 
incommensurate. He argues that “theory is the 
knowledge that explains things, while practice is the 
knowledge to get something done” (p. 235). He then 
goes on to show how practice requires understanding 
but not the type of understanding that goes along with 
theory. As Wittgenstein (1953) argued in his book 
Philosophical Investigations, to have an understanding 
is not to have in mind a picture or image, rather, it is to 
be able to do things with regard to the phenomenon—
to perform it, to comment on it, to answer questions 
about it. For Sandelands, explanation (theory) can be 
imparted, but understanding (practice) can only be 
developed. In reference to Ryle (1949), Sandelands 
notes it makes sense to ask “at what moment something 
was explained, but not to ask at what moment it is 
understood” (p. 239). By focusing on explanation 
(theory) we have inadvertently missed the key message 
that practice needs understanding.9 
My plea therefore, is that instead of focusing on what 
contributions one’s research makes to theory, we 
should focus on the contributions one’s research makes 
to understanding—What new insights does the 
research generate, in particular as they relate to 
changing or helping practice? Do the insights resonate 
with practitioners? How would these insights change 
the way practitioners see particular problems, 
particular solutions? I believe that focusing on 
understanding rather than theory ties directly into 
practice, which is especially important for us in the IS 
profession. It is essential that we move away from the 
theory/explanation mindset and concentrate instead on 
understanding. This is what practitioners need and 
want and, as a professional discipline, we need to find 
our way back to our roots. But how?  
In the Conclusions section of this essay, I’ll offer some 
suggestions for how the field could move forward in 
removing the “theory” straightjacket that we find 
ourselves in, but before that, there is a need to consider 
what might happen if we do not change directions. And 
for this, the case of operations research is illustrative. 
6 What Happens If We Continue 
Down the “Theory Worship” 
Path? 
As I have tried to argue in this essay, our infatuation 
with “theory” is totally understandable, given our 
drive, as a collective (the IS academy), to secure 
credibility within the larger university community. But 
as with the business school, in general, the pendulum 
the use of the term “verstehen” which relates to 
understanding the meaning of action from the actor’s point 
of view. Practice embraces “verstehen.” 
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for IS has swung too far, leading to the alienation of a 
key stakeholder—practitioners. 10  Analogically, it is 
akin to the medical academic community suddenly 
decided it no longer wanted to work with doctors, or 
social work academics deciding to end their 
relationships with social workers. The case of 
operations research should give us cause for concern. 
Operations Research, or as the British term it, 
Operational Research, grew out of the need to solve 
military problems during World War II. After the war, 
the field expanded to deal with problems in 
manufacturing and operations in a variety of industries 
(e.g. road, rail, military, aerospace) that were too 
difficult or complex for general practitioners to solve. 
Applying mathematics and mathematical models 
became a vehicle for successfully solving these 
problems. Thus, the new field of operations research 
(OR) surfaced and grew, which led to the birth of an 
academic profession that flourished into the 1970s. But 
by the end of the 1970s, there were rumblings from 
critics such as Russell Ackoff and Peter Checkland 
who warned that OR had become too focused on the 
“hard” (mathematical) to the exclusion of the “soft” 
(human) in its treatment of problems. Fundamentally, 
OR communities were taking a too-narrow view of the 
nature of their mission and problems. Both Ackoff and 
Checkland argued that the community needed to start 
emphasizing the value of a “soft,” i.e., 
humanistic/social perspective. (Ackoff, 1987; 
Checkland, 1981) Their calls largely fell on deaf ears.11 
The failure of OR to recognize it had veered off the 
path of helping practitioners, thereby hastening the 
field’s irrelevance, led Ackoff (1979) to write his 
infamous paper “the Future of Operational Research is 
Past.” He provocatively began his paper by stating: “In 
my opinion, American Operations Research is dead 
even though it has yet to be buried. I also think there is 
little chance for its resurrection because there is so little 
understanding of the reasons for its demise” (p. 93). He 
 
10 Some may argue that practitioners are only one of many IS 
stakeholders. What about society, government, consumers, 
etc.? In the Conclusions section of this essay, I take up the 
broader notion of “stakeholder” as one where “policy” issues 
can and should be explored. But my core argument here is 
that the IS academic community has erected a barrier—either 
explicitly or implicitly—between itself and the group it 
historically has had a strong relationship with, i.e., the 
practitioners who use the products of our research and 
teaching. Some may also take issue with whether IS 
academics should be so concerned with “business interests” 
(Bjerknes, Ehn, & Kyng, 1987), but we’ll leave that for a 
future discussion. 
11 I am aware that many in operations research would not 
agree with my rather pessimistic view of the field. Some such 
as Corbett and van Wassenhove (1993) argue that peaks and 
troughs are a natural evolution in academic fields such as 
OR. Others might go so far as to argue that OR is a good 
continued with an explanation of why there was a crisis 
in OR. Ackoff writes: 
The life of OR has been a short one. It was 
born here late in the 1930’s. By the mid 60’s 
it had gained widespread acceptance in 
academic, scientific, and managerial 
circles. In my opinion this gain was 
accompanied by a loss of its pioneering 
spirit, its sense of mission and its 
innovativeness. Survival, stability and 
respectability took precedence over 
development, and its decline began. I hold 
academic OR and the relevant professional 
societies primarily responsible for this 
decline and since I had a hand in initiating 
both, I share this responsibility. By the mid 
1960's most OR courses in American 
universities were given by academics who 
had never practised it. They and their 
students were text-book products engaging 
in impure research couched in the 
language, but not the reality, of the real 
world. The meetings and journals of the 
relevant professional societies, like 
classrooms, were filled with abstractions 
from an imagined reality. As a result OR 
came to be identified with the use of 
mathematical models and algorithms rather 
than the ability to formulate management 
problems, solve them, and implement and 
maintain their solutions in turbulent 
environments. This obsession with 
techniques. (p. 94) 
Ackoff continues: 
In the first two decades of OR, its nature 
was dictated by the nature of the 
problematic situations it faced. Now the 
nature of the situations it faces is dictated 
by the techniques it has at its command. The 
example of a successful discipline since it evolved to 
embrace decision support systems when DSS was a hot topic. 
It became involved with supply chain management when that 
area grew in stature. And at various points in time it tried to 
embrace information systems, knowledge management, 
operations management, AI and machine learning, among 
others. Now with the emergence of data analytics, OR is 
morphing again. It is interesting to see that INFORMS now 
has its own conferences on business analytics and OR. In 
May 2018, INFORMS even ran a conference entitled 
Government and Analytics Summit, where they argued that 
“Operations Research and Analytics have proven integral to 
saving lives, saving money, and solving problems—for the 
military, other parts of the government, industry, and 
society” (http://meetings2.informs.org/wordpress/phoenix 
2018/). This makes for a nice headline, but has it led to 
anything of substance? 
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nature of the problems facing managers has 
changed significantly over the last three 
decades, but OR has not. It has not been 
responsive to the changing needs of 
management brought about, to a large 
extent, by radical changes taking place in 
the environment in which it is practised. 
While managers were turning outward, OR 
was turning inward inbreeding and 
introverting. It now appears to have 
attained the limit of introversion: a 
catatonic state. (p. 95) 
Harsh words for sure, but they were born out of the 
frustration Ackoff felt over his inability to get the OR 
community to understand that they were dying and had 
become completely irrelevant. He even went so far as 
to pull out of the OR group at the University of 
Pennsylvania and form a new group with the moniker 
“Social Systems Sciences.” This new group grew so 
dramatically that it became much larger than the 
original OR department, had an active research center 
involving practitioners (the old OR group no longer 
had a research center), had a vibrant student base, and 
engaged in numerous real-world societal problems 
(Ackoff, 1974). 
My point is, there is an eerie similarity between 
operations research’s evolution and its fall from 
grace 12  and what has and is happening in the 
information systems community. Operations research 
lost its way by becoming too esoteric and losing its 
connection with practice. I believe the same is 
happening with IS. The focus on theory—call it theory 
worship, theory envy, theory fetish, theory is king—
has led to the uncomfortable situation we find 
ourselves in. To quote Ackoff, we need to stop 
concentrating on theory and replace it with “a 
synthesizing planning paradigm such as ‘design a 
desirable future and invent ways of bringing it about.’” 
Isn’t this something that academics in the IS field 
should be onboard with? I hope so. 
7 Recommendations 
This essay is a call for the community to rethink its 
apparent infatuation with theory. It has led us down a 
dangerous path where the only acceptable types of 
research are those that yield “theory advancement” in 
 
12  Interestingly, OR’s fall had little to do with any 
dysfunctional focus on “theory.” They just lost their way by 
distancing themselves from practice, perhaps paying too 
much attention to elegant and rigorous methods. An 
interesting thought question is how will data analytics fare, 
given it, too, doesn’t focus on theory or understanding. By 
analyzing population data sets they “know” what behaviors 
are; they don’t need theories to predict the behavior. But 
concomitantly, just by knowing, for example, how 
consumers behave does not mean one understands why the 
the narrowest sense of the term. “Theory apologists” 
such as Avison and Malaurent (2014) and Agerfalk 
(2014) have done their best to broaden the discussion 
of theory to include “theory light” and “empirical 
contributions,” suggesting that such types of research 
should be accepted by the community. This is clearly 
a step in the right direction, but I wonder whether such 
hortatory appeals to reason will have much effect. To 
me, something more revolutionary needs to happen.  
I’m not unique in proposing such a clarion call. In his 
keynote address at AMCIS 2004. C. West Churchman 
chastised the IS community for not doing more to help 
address societal and global problems (Porra, 2001). 
Churchman’s thinking inspired the book Rescuing the 
Enlightenment from Itself: Critical and Systemic 
Implications for Democracy (Van Gigch & McIntyre-
Mills, 2006) which argues for critical thinking and 
practice that can “lead to a better balance of social, 
cultural, political, economic and environmental 
concerns to ensure a sustainable future for ourselves 
and for future generations” (p. 16). Enid Mumford in 
her LEO Award speech at ICIS in 1999 pleaded for the 
field to shift its focus to more important societal topics, 
ones involving what she termed “dangerous 
decisions,” such as the drug epidemic and cybercrime 
(Mumford, 1999). Russell Ackoff got so fed up with 
his academic colleagues’ failure to address “wicked 
problems” in society, that he wrote a book addressing 
the types of problems that should be tackled and how 
to do that, and then got involved in spearheading the 
redevelopment of the slums of Philadelphia (Ackoff, 
1974). Recently, MIS Quarterly had a special issue on 
“ICT and Societal Challenges” (Majchrzak, Markus, & 
Wareham, 2016). In their introduction, the authors 
argue for “IS researchers interested in societal or 
business change to expand their definitions of theory 
to include theories of the problem and theories of the 
solution” (p. 267). The area of environmental 
sustainability has had some traction in the field. For 
example, Information Systems Journal published a 
special issue on “Environmental Sustainability” (Elliot 
& Webster, 2017). The Journal of the Association for 
Information Systems also had a special issue on “IS 
Solutions for Environmental Sustainability” (Gholami, 
Watson, Hasan, Molla, & Bjorn-Andersen, 2016). In 
2010, Rick Watson and colleagues proffered a new and 
impactful area for the IS field to explore “energy 
behavior is what it is. There is no theory or understanding to 
this “knowing.” In Stephens-Davidowitz’s (2017) book 
Everybody Lies, the author presents a variety of large 
population behaviors which are gleaned from looking at 
millions of Google searches. Big Data offers the ability to 
develop “results” but neither theory nor understanding is 
produced to “explain” the behavior. This begs the question: 
Are there long-term implications of this and if so, what are 
they? 
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informatics” which is part of “environmental 
sustainability” (Watson, Boudreau, & Chen, 2010). 
This was followed up with a 2013 MIS Quarterly 
special issue on “Information Systems and 
Environmental Sustainability” (Malhotra, Melville, & 
Watson, 2013). 
Other notable calls for the field to change direction can 
be found in, for example, Desouza et al. (2007) who 
argued for “social activism in IS research” which they 
argued was necessary in order “to make the world a 
better place.” Similar “grand challenge” initiatives and 
discussions in IS can be observed in, for example, in 
Winter and Butler, (2011); Limayem et al., (2011); and 
vom Brocke, Stein, Hofmann, and Tumbas (2015). 
Constantinides, Chiasson, and Introna (2012) 
challenged the IS field to specifically reflect on the 
products of the research that is undertaken, realizing 
that underpinning the research lies a series of 
normative choices and value judgments that are often 
implicit. They write: 
the discussion about the identification of 
possible ends for IS research through core 
concepts, topics, and research approaches 
which should preoccupy IS researchers can 
be seen as attempts to reformulate the logic, 
ethics, aesthetics, and highest good of the 
field. In these attempts, the aim has been to 
deal with the need to stand out and to be 
influential, and to be recognized as a 
serious discipline with core knowledge that 
others, including colleagues and 
practitioners, will find valuable. (p. 5) 
These examples are an indication that at least some in 
the field see the need to change direction; but, is it 
enough? It is my belief that a meaningful change will 
require us to rethink what are considered “acceptable 
knowledge contributions.” And, for this to happen, I 
contend that we need to stop the incessant call for 
more, new, better, [fill in the blank] theory.  
While I can’t claim to have a silver bullet for the field’s 
singular focus on “theory,” there are several avenues 
the field could take to become significant again. Here 
are four suggested action items: 
7.1 Broaden the Aperture of What 
Legitimate IS Research Should Include  
John King recently proposed a “policy series” in the 
Journal of the Association for Information Systems for 
IS scholars to have a publication outlet for engaging in 
research that tackles broad societal problems. Some 
may disagree that the field should be involved with 
“policy” issues. I am not one of them. Throughout the 
 
13  http://www.journals.elsevier.com/information-and-organization 
/call-for-papers 
history of the field, there have been numerous debates 
about what the field is and what it is not. We’ve had 
discussions about the IT artifact; about indigenous 
theories; about whether there should be a defined core, 
or whether it should be left to the individual researcher 
to decide; about what our relationship to other 
disciplines should be, both within and outside the 
business school; and about whether we can engage 
researchers from other disciplines to tackle wider 
issues affecting individuals, organizations, and 
society? Several decades ago, individuals such as Ken 
Kraemer, John King, and Rob Kling, as part of the 
“policy” group at the University of California, Irvine, 
engaged in enlightened research on broader 
“computing” issues, which some might call “social 
computing.” Such research was deemed important 
enough to be funded by the NSF. It is time to recognize 
the importance of such research and offer a forum for 
it to grow. The JAIS series on policy research offers 
this domain the legitimacy it needs and is evidence that 
the field recognizes the importance of moving beyond 
traditional IS topics, especially topics having a wider 
scope and impact. King and Kraemer (2019) write: 
[Policy] pertains to any system of principles 
guiding decisions toward desired outcomes. 
It can be informed by IS people and applies 
to anyone in authority. It entails politics as 
“normal,” whether interpersonal or 
organizational politics, or partisan politics 
…. To have an effect on policy requires 
good policy analysis, meaning the ability to 
think through effects of policy as 
implemented. Ultimately, the goal of policy 
analysis is to speak truth to power, enabled 
by a scientific approach and an 
understanding of systems. (p. 844) 
In a similar vein, the journal Information & 
Organization has initiated a new section of the journal 
it calls “RICK” (Research Impact and Contributions to 
Knowledge). Under the editorship of Michael Barrett, 
the journal sees RICK as providing an opportunity “for 
scholars who are increasingly challenged to 
demonstrate wider impact of academic research 
through multidisciplinary diffusion of knowledge and 
implications for practice and for society”13 to have an 
outlet for their research to be published. 
7.2 Journal Editors Need to Change the 
Way “Applied” Research Is Handled  
The IS field has had a love-hate relationship with so-
called “applied” research since its inception. One need 
only look at MISQ’s history to see the anomalous role 
of “practitioner” articles. From the beginning, MISQ’s 
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policy was to publish practitioner-oriented papers, 
since it was believed that practitioners would read 
MISQ—and also because MISQ was (and is) funded by 
the University of Minnesota’s MISRC, which itself is 
funded by practitioners. Eventually, after years of 
changing strategies and much soul-searching, MISQ 
decided that applied research was important, but it 
didn’t warrant publication in MISQ. So, a new journal 
was created in 2002—MISQ Executive. Thus, 
researchers doing applied research can feel like their 
work is “relevant” to the MISQ community (even 
though it is primarily relevant to the MISQE 
community)—a convenient strategy to keep MISQ 
“scholarly.” The simple truth is that while everyone 
pays lip service to the importance of applied research, 
when it comes time to publish it, the mainstream 
journals are generally unwilling participants. By 
separating MISQE from MISQ the field signals its 
belief that applied research isn’t worthy of publication 
in our top journals. 14  For applied research to be 
elevated to a “respected level,” our top journals need 
to publish such research. Label the published articles 
“applied scholarship” if need be but publish good 
applied research. Good research is good research no 
matter what type it is. We shouldn’t relegate such 
research to what are euphemistically termed 
“practitioner journals” such as MIT Sloan 
Management Review, California Management 
Review, Harvard Business Review, MISQ Executive, 
15  etc. All this does is signal our ostensible 
nonacceptance of such research.16  
7.3 Bring Back Books as an Accepted and 
Valued Publication Outlet 
As a follow-up to my last action item, I believe the 
focus on “scholarly journal publications” has not only 
had a deleterious effect on applied research, since such 
work is considered unsuitable for our scholarly 
journals, has also had a negative effect on the relevance 
 
14 Permit me to share a brief story of when I first entered 
academia as a junior faculty member. When I asked the 
department chair about applied research and how the 
department would treat such research during tenure and 
promotion, he said in no uncertain terms “if you engage in 
this kind of research and then publish it, we will assume you 
have no understanding of academic research and this will be 
negatively viewed by the P&T committee on the basis that 
you show bad judgment about how you are spending your 
time.” Message received loud and clear! Based on this 
experience, I was tempted to add a fifth “action item,” which 
would be: “In order to get tenured and/or promoted in a 
business school, the academic must publish at least one 
‘applied research’ paper.” I still believe this is a good idea, 
but because of the politics of P&T decisions and the different 
criteria that different universities have, I am making this a 
suggested recommendation rather than an action item. 
15 Straub and Ang (2011) term these “academic-practitioner 
journals” in an attempt to make them appear more palatable. 
of non-journal publications. The writing of research 
monographs, i.e. books17, has essentially disappeared 
from our field. As an academic working in England, 
the general idea was that “at the end of the day, one’s 
value will be judged by what key book one wrote, not 
what journal paper one published.” The belief was that 
serious research required the detail and material 
afforded by the publication of a book. Books provide 
authors with the ability to develop the substance of 
research in enough depth to allow a truly significant 
contribution to be made. This is not to say 
contributions can’t be made through journal papers, 
but the format of a journal paper simply militates 
against the ability to make significant advancements. 
Contributions are generally modest and incremental. 
Books, on the other hand, offer the space necessary to 
explore the complexity of a research problem, what 
research needs to be done, detailed descriptions of how 
the research was performed, a complete description of 
the results, and what those results mean. And it is here 
where the research results can be turned into actionable 
items for practice. Thus, instead of the perfunctory 
“implications of practice” that embellish journal 
papers, books provides a vehicle for a serious 
discussion of what the results mean for practice, for 
policy making, for action. 18  I believe the 
reintroduction of the “book” into the researcher’s 
arsenal of publication outlets, would be an important 
avenue for those interested in undertaking research that 
could “make an impact.” I’m not alone in this call, 
Mathiassen and Nielsen (2008) note: 
Scandinavian IS researchers traditionally 
published a considerable number of 
academic books for professional 
practitioners and these books are in many 
cases established as the primary references 
to the particular line of engaged 
scholarship. In fact…many cases had 
considerable impact on professional 
16 I am aware that any shift in what “counts”—in terms of 
publications—requires that academic careers can be 
established and maintained through engaging and publishing 
such work. This, of course, requires that both the IS field and 
the business school accepts this broader notion of what 
constitutes acceptable scholarship and values such 
contributions during P&T evaluations. As I discuss in my 
next action item, if citations become a prominent evaluation 
metric, then applied scholarship could become much more 
acceptable.  
17  I exclude textbooks since I’m referring to research 
monographs in this action item. This is not to say textbooks 
don’t have a role to play in knowledge dissemination, but I 
restrict myself to the research book here.  
18 It was for this very reason that Dick Boland and I started 
the John Wiley & Sons series on Information Systems in 
1984. It was not a textbook series, but a publication outlet for 
high-quality research monographs. 
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practice and on education of future 
practitioners. There is little doubt that much 
fewer academic books have been published 
lately because journal papers increasingly 
are considered more important. If we 
continue to de-emphasize academic books 
for practitioners, engaged scholarship will 
undoubtedly suffer. (p. 13) 
Following on from this, it is also common to hear IS 
researchers saying, “I can’t get involved with writing 
books, since they don’t count.” And this argument 
doubly applies to “applied scholarship” books. But is 
this necessarily the case? What does it mean to say “it 
doesn’t count’? If one adopts the evaluation criterion 
of “number of citations” (in particular Google Scholar 
citations19), then one can make a compelling argument 
that this belief is misguided.20 As a case in point, I use 
my own Google Scholar citation data to consider 
several books I was involved in as well as a Sloan 
Management Review article I co-authored. The Lacity 
and Hirschheim book Information Systems 
Outsourcing: Myths, Metaphors and Realities (Lacity 
& Hirschheim, 1993a) has been cited 1224 times (as of 
November 11, 2018). And our book Beyond the 
Information Systems Outsourcing Bandwagon: The 
Insourcing Response (Lacity & Hirschheim, 1995) has 
been cited 461 times. Incidentally, for those who 
believe that applied research doesn’t get cited, our 
paper “Information Systems Outsourcing: Look 
Before You Leap” (Lacity & Hirschheim, 1993b) has 
been cited 1041 times. Lastly, my research monograph 
“Information Systems Development and Data 
Modeling: Conceptual and Philosophical 
Foundations” (Hirschheim, Klein & Lyytinen, 1995) 
has been cited 1000 times. My argument here is simply 
that books DO have an impact.21 
7.4 Return to Engagement 
If one looks at the history of the IS field, it is clear that 
there was considerable engagement with practice—at 
least in the early days (see, for example, Minnesota’s 
MISRC under Jim Wetherbe; MIT’s CISR under Jack 
 
19 One of the advantages of using Google Scholar data is that 
it includes all publications. Other citation databases such as 
Web of Science and Scopus often omit books from their 
citation counts. They also have a far more selective set of 
sources from which they draw their data. 
20 I am aware that many dislike the use of citations as a metric 
of “influence,” but it is increasingly being used as such. 
While the discussion of what constitutes and how to measure 
scholarly influence is important, such a discussion must be 
left for another day.  
21 As a somewhat related publication issue, I also believe that 
essays should be valued much more highly. There is no 
sound reason to treat scholarly essays as “opinion” pieces 
simply because they don’t follow the template of the 
orthodox “research” contributions. A contribution is a 
Rockart; Harvard’s Warren McFarlan, Jim McKinney, 
Jim Cash; and Dick Nolan’s many cases and papers). 
In the US, academics worked with practitioner 
associations such as the Society for Information 
Management (SIM) and the DPMA (now AITP). SIM 
was instrumental in the support of the University of 
Minnesota’s MISRC and the funding of MISQ. SIM is 
still somewhat involved in academia through its 
Advanced Practices Council (APC), but very few IS 
academics participate in the APC’s proposed research 
agenda. Many business schools have IS research 
centers that are partially or largely supported by 
industry. But often this interaction revolves around 
curriculum issues, i.e., what subject matter is being 
taught to IS student majors. Research collaboration and 
support has largely dried up. The same is true in the 
UK. In the early days of IS, industry was a willing and 
supportive partner of academic IS. (I saw this firsthand 
while at the Oxford Institute for Information 
Management in the mid-1980s.) But as in the US, this 
interaction has mostly disappeared. The one possible 
anomaly is in Germany, where IS academics worked 
closely with their industry counterparts in the early 
days of the field and continue to do so (at least at some 
meaningful level). Perhaps the reason for this is 
because IS PhD graduates typically go on to work for 
industry rather than academia. With PhD graduates as 
managers in industry, it is not too surprising that there 
is a greater belief that academia can provide valuable 
insights through collaborative research. However, 
given that the vast majority of IS PhD graduates around 
the world go into academia, not industry, the German 
model might be hard to duplicate.22 This suggests that 
the IS field needs to return to the early days of its 
existence when academia engaged with industry. In 
promoting “engaged scholarship,” Boyer (1996) notes 
that universities were created with the specific intent 
of engaging practitioners. The creation of Land Grant 
universities highlights his point. Boyer writes:  
During the dark days of the Civil War, 
President Abraham Lincoln signed the 
historic Land Grant Act, which linked 
higher learning to the nation's agricultural, 
contribution no matter what form it takes. The field seems to 
worry that because essays don’t have the “look and feel” of 
traditional research papers, they can’t be classified as 
“research.” So, they are labeled “opinions,” or 
“commentaries,” or whatever. But contributions to 
knowledge are contributions no matter what form they take. 
Labeling them differently diminishes their value and implies 
that essays are not “real” research; and, by extension, that an 
essay writer is simply the type of scholar who can’t quite do 
“real” research. I think it is high time for this attitude to be 
dispensed with. 
22 Klein and Rowe (2008) offer an interesting proposal for 
leveraging doctoral student business experience, which while 
different from the German model, might facilitate 
engagement with practitioners. 
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technological, and industrial revolutions. 
And when social critic Lincoln Steffens 
visited Madison in 1909, he observed that 
“in Wisconsin, the university is as close to 
the intelligent farmer as his pig-pen or his 
tool-house.” (p. 19)  
The call for engaged scholarship was taken up in the 
organizational sciences by Van de Ven (2007) whose 
seminal book offered a portfolio of tools and 
mechanisms as well as a four-phase framework for 
collaborative research. Mathiassen and Nielsen (2008) 
also call for more engaged scholarship, noting that in 
Scandinavia such research is embraced and felt to be 
valuable.23 Unfortunately, academia, for the most part, 
seems to have forgotten a key piece of its mission; and 
perhaps it is now time to elevate engagement to a much 
more prominent role.24  
8 Conclusion 
In closing, let me return to the title “Against Theory.” 
As I noted at the outset, the notion of “against” was 
more a call for the community to reflect on the notion 
of “theory” in terms of where this has led us rather than 
my actually being against theory per se. Theory has an 
important role to play; I don’t deny that.25 What I am 
against is the mindless obedience of making theory the 
only thing that matters in our research. Focusing 
strictly on theory closes off a variety of practical and 
intellectual avenues because these avenues do not lend 
themselves to the kinds of inquiry that theory-driven 
research demands.26 Papers are routinely rejected from 
our journals because they fail to make a sufficient 
theoretical contribution. Reviewers focus on the theory 
or theories that are used, theory that is generated, 
theory that is proven, etc. What seems to be missing is 
the insight that is generated. Theory does not equal 
insight. It does not necessarily provide understanding. 
As I noted above, theory/explanation is not the same as 
understanding, and it is understanding that is the basis 
of practice. Perhaps we should change the research 
 
23 It is also important to note that in Scandinavia, engagement 
involves groups other than business executives. Such groups 
include trade unions, government, and society. As I 
suggested in my action item on policy, stakeholders other 
than business practitioners (e.g., government, society, and 
the like) could and should also be part of what I mean by 
“engagement.” 
24 Of course, I’m not the only one arguing for such a change. 
Many scholars both within and outside of IS have called for 
changing the type of research we do, the methods we use, the 
paradigms we adopt, the stakeholders who we are beholden 
to, and the need to interact with practitioners (and society) as 
part of the research. This can be accomplished by engaging 
with reflective practitioners involving domains such as 
citizen science,  action research,  critical research, design 
science, participatory design, and the like. 
cycle from problem → research → theory → 
knowledge → practice → new problems, etc., to 
problem → research → understanding→ practice → 
new problems, etc. Understanding may, or may not, 
involve the use or generation of theory. For Willcocks 
and Lacity (2016), understanding translates into 
“action principles.” For Mathiassen (1998), 
understanding came in the form of “reflective systems 
development.” For Sein et al. (2011), understanding 
takes the notion of “action design.” in action research, 
understanding takes the form of being able to help the 
actor/stakeholder to improve his/her actions (Avison et 
al., 2018; Baskerville, 1999). Insight/understanding 
can take many forms, and the focus on theory, usurps 
the critical role that understanding plays in practice. 
Heinz Klein and I tried to make this point a number of 
years ago when we argued that the field “has focused 
almost the entirety of its resources on theoretical and 
technical knowledge, ignoring ethical and applicative 
knowledge” (Hirschheim & Klein, 2003). Applicative 
knowledge (or what I referred to above as 
“understanding’) is similar to the insight a judge needs 
when using a body of law to decide a court case, the 
engineer when using a mathematically formulated 
theory to solve a practical design problem, or the 
physician when diagnosing a patient by applying the 
state of the art of theoretical medical training. A key 
and missing focus of the IS community, we believed, 
was on applicative knowledge. We suggested that 
following some form of institutionalized model of 
professional apprenticeships—well established in 
legal articling or medical residency—for developing 
applicative knowledge in IS might be one avenue 
forward. We noted it would not be easy to change the 
university culture to make this happen. As a case in 
point, while I was the director of the Information 
Systems Research Center (ISRC) at the University of 
Houston, I attempted to implement a type of 
apprenticeship program for some of our junior IS 
faculty members who had little to no experience in IS 
practice. The idea was for them to spend their summer 
term working for one of our ISRC member companies 
25 But as I noted earlier not every research domain is all that 
preoccupied with theory, e.g. data analytics. The same seems 
to be true with the Economics of IS camp. 
26 This is essentially the point that Feyerabend was making 
except he focused on method, whereas I am focusing on 
theory. But as Feyerabend was roundly criticized for his 
dismissal of method, I do not want to fall into the trap of 
promoting the wholesale dismal of theory. Instead, my plea 
is for refocusing our attention on the critical role of practical 
knowledge. I am aware that practical knowledge does not 
develop in isolation; that theoretical knowledge can precede 
and help drive practical knowledge. Indeed, I’m not 
suggesting a complete reversal of the proverbial swinging 
pendulum, lest IS departments become (again) known as 
second class academic citizens, e.g., consultants. We need 
balance, and this is something I don’t believe we currently 
have. 
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on an applied research project that would benefit both 
the sponsoring company and the IS faculty member. 
This type of apprenticeship would allow the faculty 
member to better understand the nature of the problems 
faced by practitioners, while concomitantly, allowing 
the practitioners to make use of the expertise of the 
faculty member. Unfortunately, the program was 
grounded before it could even get off the ground by the 
dean who expressed concern that such applied research 
might not lead to a favorable tenure decision for the 
participating faculty members. His specific comment, 
which has stuck with me all these years, was that these 
faculty members needed to spend their summers on 
doing “real” research. This was yet another example of 
the highly insular view of what constitutes acceptable 
research. If it does not generate theory, it is not valued. 
I am under no illusion that changing what the IS 
community values is going to be easy, but I am hopeful 
that my four-point action plan—(1) broaden the 
aperture of what legitimate IS research should include, 
(2) changing the way that journal editors handle 
“applied” research, (3) bringing back books as an 
accepted and valued publication outlet, and (4) 
returning to engagement—can offer some positive 
direction for the future. While these four action items 
might offer a start, it is clear that the IS community of 
scholars needs to get involved for any meaningful 
change to occur. There are many issues that the 
community could weigh in on. For example, what 
specifically “is” applied research and how can it be 
evaluated? 27  What are good examples of engaged 
research? How is engaged research best performed? 
How can we reward scholars who do engaged research, 
especially considering the lengthy time it takes to 
undertake and publish such research? What types of 
applicative knowledge should the IS field participate 
in? How can the IS field engage in policy research 
without losing its core identity? How can the field 
maintain its academic/scholarly standing within the 
university community while embracing engaged 
research? And, most fundamentally, what are the 
actions the IS field needs to take to recognize and 
accept the notion of “applied scholarship’? Hopefully, 
this essay will spur further discussions and 
commentaries, and maybe, just maybe, the field will 
use this essay to critically reflect on what an 
appropriate path forward should entail. 
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